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Abstract
For decades Somalia has been affected by catastrophic events that have left millions of its people displaced. Among
the events that have caused these tremendous displacements of Somalis is the civil war that intensified in the early
1990s. Many of these displaced people still live in refugee camps across east African countries, notably Kenya.
Some, however, have sought asylum and been accepted by many industrialized nations such as Canada, United
States, Norway, and Australia. The resettlement of Somali refugees to these diasporic nations has come with
extensive challenges related to starting over a new life. Difficulty in assimilation to their new society has widely
been speculated as the cause of delay towards the process of becoming self-sufficient. This exploratory study
intends to investigate the assimilation difficulties to contemporary American lifestyle faced by Somali Bantu
refugees resettled in Boise, Idaho. This refugee population has not become self-sufficient even after being in the
United States for a period of three years, in contrast to refugees from other countries who become self-supportive
within as little as six to eight months.

Introduction
Migration around the world has increased over the last century. Various reasons such as avoiding
persecution and seeking a better life have caused people to move from their homeland and reside in foreign
countries. Theories such as assimilation theory explain the integration process of immigrants who migrated in large
groups such as the waves of Polish immigrants, Irish immigrants, as well as Chinese immigrants among many
groups. However, these integration theories fail to or only partially explain the integration process of minority
groups (Healey, 1993).
Assimilation theory, as defined by Joseph Healey, is the process in which formerly distinct groups come to
share a common culture and merge together socially (Healey, 1993). This theory states that as societies undergo the
process of assimilation, differences among groups begin to decrease. Although the assimilation theory is a powerful
icon in the Western society, especially the United States, it can be argued that its assumptions are not completely
sound for several reasons. First, assimilation's major metaphor of melting pot suggests a process in which different
groups come together and contribute equally to create common culture and a new unique society (Abrahamson,
1980). This melting pot notion has been perceived by many contemporary scholars as a one sided process with an
Anglo-centric flavor, which was designed to conform immigrants to the Anglo-Americanization (Schlesinger, 1992).
This was to maintain the predominance of the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant tradition as well as the British-type
institutional patterns that were created during the early years of American society (Healey, 1993). This theory of
assimilation is not universally applicable since some groups—especially racial and ethnic minority groups, like the
Somali Bantus, have largely been excluded from the melting process as their ethnic backgrounds differ from those of
Anglo-Saxon Protestants.
Another theory of integration is based on the pluralistic model. In contrast to the assimilation theory which
has been around for many decades, pluralism is a relatively new theory developed a few decades ago to
accommodate the growing diversity in the US society. Although they are different, pluralism and assimilation theory
are not mutually exclusive. In fact, they share some of the stages immigrants go through in the process of
integration. One factor that distinguishes pluralism from assimilation is its multicultural emphasis (Healey, 1993).
This focus reflects the everyday reality of increased social and cultural diversity and the impact of that reality on
integration.
The pluralistic integration model is divided into two groups: cultural pluralism and structural pluralism.
Cultural Pluralism exists when groups have not acculturated and maintain their own identity. They maintain this
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identity by retaining their traditions in the form of religion, language, values and even living in enclaves (Healey,
1993). An example of this group would be the Native Americans or the Amish who have managed to maintain their
traditional values and cultures for many years in isolated Reservations (Healey, 1993). Structural pluralism, on the
other hand, occurs when a group becomes acculturated but not integrated. In other words, the group adopts the
culture of the dominant group (such as Anglo-American culture), but their access to larger societies’ institutional
resources is minimal. These groups may speak the dominant group’s language, eat the same foods, and subscribe to
the same values and even live in the same neighborhoods (Healey, 1993). However, their organizational system of
how they practice traditions is different from that of the dominant group. A good example can be observed in the
Sunday services here in United States; churches seem not only separated by denomination, but also sometimes by
race, ethnicity, and class (Healey, 1993).
Ultimately, disparity of integration among different groups is a global phenomenon that has both benefits
and dreadful outcomes. For example, disintegration has been used as a tool of maintaining identities among many
ethnic groups such as Native Americans and the Amish. On the other hand, lack of integration has also been a cause
of many atrocities around the world, such as the differences that have caused conflict in the Eastern Europe, the
ethnic cleansing in Rwanda and tribal wars in Somalia.

From Somalia to the United States: The Mystery Behind Somali Bantu Transition
Joining the minorities subjected to assimilation in the United States society are the Somali Bantu refugees.
The journey that brought them to the United States started when civil war broke in Somalia in the early 1990s.
During the war, various armed factions mercilessly attacked the largely agricultural—and largely defenseless
Bantus. This war that collapsed the Somali government left over a million dead and over three million displaced.
(Makepeace, pov). Of the displaced, thousands were the Somali Bantu who fled to the neighboring country of
Kenya. For over a decade, many still remain in the refugee camps with the hopes of returning to Somalia after a
peace resolution (which has not occurred in almost two decades). However a significant number of them have
sought asylum in developed counties that host and resettle refugees such as United States, Canada, Australia,
Sweden, Norway, Finland, New Zealand, Denmark, and The Netherlands (Beaman, 2006). Although the United
States is among the string of countries that resettle refugees, the resettlement plan for the Somalis did not start until
1999. This late acceptance of the Somali refugees in the United States can probably be explained by the sour
relationship the US has had with Somalia in the past (Makepeace, pov). In 1999 under the Clinton administration,
the United States announced that it would resettle 12,000 Somali Bantu refugees who had escaped over the border
into refugee camps in Kenya eight years before. This resettlement plan ceased after it was interrupted by the attacks
of the World Trade Center on September 11th 2001, but resumed in 2003 (Makepeace, pov).
The migration and resettlement of Somali Bantu refugees to diasporic nations has come with many
challenges that relate to starting a new life in contemporary industrialized societies. Although most refugee
immigrants have some form of difficulty adapting to their new resettled countries, the case of the Somali Bantu is
quite exceptional. Numerous studies done in industrialized areas where Somali Bantu refugees have resettled
indicate a significant trend of difficulty in adapting to the mainstream society, such as the disproportionate
adaptation patterns of Somali and Bangladesh women resettled in Britain (Summerfield, 1993). Most of these
studies have also demonstrated disparity in integration processes between Somali Bantus and other refugees.
Fuglerud and Engebrigtsen in their 2006 study of culture, networks and social capital of Tamil (from India) and
Somali immigrants in Norway, argue that “Tamil families have a labor income far beyond those of an average
immigrant’s population, while most of the income in Somali household comes from welfare.” (Fuglerud, et al,
2006). They support these assertions by indicating that 70% of Tamils owned their own homes, compared to 24 % of
Somalis. This trend of labor and income differences between Somalis Bantus and other refugee groups has been
observed in other areas such as Canada and United States (Fuglerud et al, 2006).
Although there are many broad explanations as to why the differences in integration of Somali Bantus
exist, many factors that attribute to their difficulty in integrating are sometimes overlooked. Language, cultural
differences, literacy, residential segregation, and resettlement processes are the key factors that lack attention. Many
of these factors are intertwined since their effects are closely related. Language acquisition and literacy for example,
share some common effects on the integration process of immigrants. As in many diasporic nations, including
United States, immigrants who migrate to these places are expected to learn the country's dominant language.
Although many immigrants manage to learn the new language with little difficulty, the majority of them face
difficulty with language acquisition, particularly those less educated or the elderly. Many linguistic scholars agree
that there is a correlation between literacy and the ease of acquisition of a new language. According to a study of
Somali Bantu resettled in Canada, the level of language acquisition has a direct correlation with the level of literacy
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(Halcon et al, 2004). This study also shows that of the 338 participants from Somali aged 18-25 years, 66% had less
than a high school level of education and 49% still had an English language problem even after having lived in
Canada for five years. This study also points out that many Somali Bantu were unable to read or write even in their
native language. (Halcon et al, 2004)
Residential segregation is another factor that contributes to the integration difficulty among immigrants.
Borjas (2000) asserts that "a residential enclave has a negative impact on the assimilation of refugees.” While
refugees are housed within the same area for the purpose of support, this move carries a negative impact of
segregating them from the mainstream community. Not only does this dissuade refugees from integrating with the
rest of the society, it also limits their pressure do to so. Social network is another factor that plays a large role in
accelerating the process of integration. This directly affects refugees in diverse ways. A resettlement study done by
Borjas in 2000 indicates that the location of refugee resettlement in the United States is primarily determined by the
previous resettlement of people who share the same background with the new arrivals. In other words, the
resettlement agencies concentrate the new arrivals in areas where other immigrants whom they share background
commonality have resettled. This resettlement strategy is mainly adopted due to its efficiency in establishing social
networks that are essential to new immigrants. However, this crucial refugee resettlement procedure was not a
determinant factor in the relocation area for the Somali Bantu due to several reasons. First as mentioned earlier, until
few years ago there were few Somalis who had settled here in the United States. This caused the Somali Bantus to
be relocated randomly as there were no Somali populations resettled in the United States to be paired with.

Methodology
This study explores the issues that are slowing the progress of self-sufficiency among Somali Bantus.
Although this group has been in the United States for a period of over three years, there are very few signs of selfsupportiveness as compared to other refugees who have been resettled here in Boise for a shorter period of time.
This self-sufficiency factor is considered by the World Relief as the sign of successful integration and is measured
through indicators such as employment, English acquisition level, and affordability of basic needs. The selected
sample of 27 Somali Bantus households representing 157 participants was drawn from a total population of 300
Somali Bantus resettled in Boise as refugees in 2003. Given that United States did not start hosting Somali Bantus
until the beginning of 21st century, the availability of studies done on their integration process is very limited. This
shortage of previous studies caused the design of this study to be exploratory rather than hypothesis driven.
Since the goal of this project was to investigate the cause of delay in becoming self-supportive, the
questionnaire was designed using self-supportive indicator questions. These questions encompassed many selfsupportive measures such as employment, transportation, children’s progress at school and English acquisition level.
Since refugees are a protected population, I could not obtain the authority to collect the data myself; I thus relied on
World Relief case managers to collect the data. They designed the survey questionnaire with a central theme of
measuring the settlement progress of their clients. Because English acquisition was very limited within this
population, the case managers administered the survey by qualitative method through house to house visits with a
help of a translator. For confidentiality purposes, the case managers assigned numbers to each case participant to
avoid revealing their identities.
After the collection of data, I observed the patterns of responses and coded them with quantitative values
that represented the trends of participants' responses. These values were then analyzed through a Statistical Program
for Social Statistics (SPSS) software. Although this coding was very effective, it was limited due to inconsistency on
some of the cases where respondents had either more than one response or one that was vague. Other reliability
issues related to this study included the participants “saving face” to the data collectors while responding to
questions that carry negative connotations. This was specifically an issue on questions that asked their satisfaction of
services rendered to them by the resettlement agency—World Relief.
Since my input to the questionnaire design was very limited and because I was not the principle data
collector, I heavily relied on review of literature. I approached this literature from three angles: the existing studies
done on other Somali populations resettled in diasporas, my personal experience that I gained through living with
Somali Bantus both in Kenya and in Tanzania, and interviews I conducted on those who render services to my target
group such as the World Relief case managers.
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Findings
Language (see appendix 1)
When the participants were asked in the questionnaire if they needed more English lessons and whether
they would attend if the English the classes were offered in their neighborhood, 74% reported needing more lessons
with the majority of them responding that they would attend if lessons were offered closer to their homes. This was
despite the fact that these participants have been in the United States for a period of over three years. Their response
was also contradictory to the agency's expectations of learning English within 6 to 8 months. The agency employs
these expectations based on the average refugee population they host such as Russians, Vietnamese, and Congolese
who learn English within a short period of time. The Somalis continued demand of English instruction also differed
from the assimilation method of integration which suggests that immigrant groups take less than one year to
acculturate. The language issue was also consistent with finding from other studies done on Somali Bantus in other
diasporic countries such as Canada and Norway.

Residential Segregation (see appendix 2)
When asked who they or their children associate with while they are not at school, 65% responded that they
associate only with other Somali Bantus. This was more evident in the adult population, of whom over 50%
responded they did not have any friends who were not Somalis. Although this social isolation can be tied to other
factors, such as the language barrier, residential segregation seemed to play the biggest role. This is because World
Relief places their clients in the same apartment complexes where they house refugees from other countries. This
minimizes the Somalis chances of making friendships with non-Somalis.

Social Support (see appendix 3)
Although social support was not directly measured in the study, the trends of responses in the questionnaire
indicated an interesting pattern that suggests that social support was indeed a significant factor in becoming selfsufficient. For example, families with both parents and those with many family members increasingly reported
having either a car in the household or some one in the family having a driver’s license. This is a progress indicator
of self-sufficiency, as public transportation is unreliable in Boise. Another significant observation that I made has to
do with the participants’ responses when asked whom they would contact if they believed there was a drug or
alcohol problem in the household. The majority of them responded that they would contact their tribal chief, a selfappointed leader who presents Somalis’ concerns to the community. This leader is highly respected by the Somalis
as many responded they would turn to him for many of their social support needs. Interestingly, 79% indicated not
knowing there were counseling services provided by community agencies for alcohol and drug problems.

Cultural Difference (see appendix 4)
To measure the cultural change variable, we asked questions such as "have you changed culturally since
moving in United States, in terms of eating habits, entertainment, and clothing, etc.?" and “do you perceive those
changes to be positive or negative?.” This variable was specifically designed with assumption of assimilation theory
which suggests that if they have changed culturally and adopted the American lifestyle then they must be
integrating. Eighty four percent of respondents agreed they have at least changed culturally. Forty percent of them
responded those changes being positive, 11% negative, and 33% claimed those changes to be both positive and
negative. A closer look at these findings reveals that parents with teenagers were more likely to point to negative
cultural changes. Two common items that made parents unhappy with their teenagers adapting to the American
culture were the derogatory effects of pop culture, such as a lack of moral respect towards parents due to television
influence.

Education
Apart from directly measured variables, other questions in the questionnaire reflected useful correlation.
For instance, parents responses on how kids were doing at school was positively correlated with the response of
whether school was beneficial to the family. This indicated a great finding that parents who perceived school being
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beneficial to their children will likely support them in their education. Concurrently, parents who indicated high
future goals for their children were 74% more likely to report positive remarks regarding the progress of their kids at
school.

Employment: Appendix 4
The questionnaire was also used to measure other factors that can be indicators of self-sufficiency.
Employment was the greatest indicator of self-support; however, of those who responded to employment questions,
only 63% had someone in household who was employed. This low percentage of employment probably explains
why 55.6% of respondents reported receiving food stamps. Approximately the same percentage reported not having
medical insurance at all, and 33% were still on Medicaid. Further observations on the data revealed that even the
majority of those with employment were still on some form of government assistance. Although many factors such
as size and hours worked can be attributed to the dependability of external assistance, perhaps the best explanation is
that those employed had low wage jobs that could not sustain them or their family without welfare assistance.

Discussion and Recommendations
The findings of this exploratory research, coupled with the integration models presented earlier, led to the
discussion and recommendations for what can be done to assist Somali Bantu refugees living in Boise make swift
transitions and ultimately propel them towards self sufficiency.
First and foremost, given the characteristics of the assimilation model of integration, which asserts that
immigrants are “melted” into the mainstream society within a short period after their arrival to United States, it is
evident that the Somali Bantu do not fit to that model comfortably. This contradicts with the World Relief and the
federal government’s expectations of integrating within six to eight months. In fact these very expectations might be
negatively affecting their integration process in many ways. Overwhelming them with lots of information and big
goals to attain such as learning the language, getting a job, learning the American system of living (within a period
of six to eight months) may interfere with their emotional self-esteem essential to their process of becoming selfsufficient. In other words, by not meeting these goals despite of the pressure to conform may make them feel
hopeless which in turn may hamper with their motivation to integrate. This was somewhat reflected in the
questionnaire, when asked how they feel for being in the United States, 11.5% of respondents expressed frustration
and even questioned the benefits of being in the United States.
Another cause of protraction towards integration that this study suggests should be taken into account is the
social support factor. As mentioned in the literature review, many refugees are settled in cities where other refugees
had previously been settled mainly for the purpose of social support. However, this was not the case for the Somali
Bantus as the United States did not start hosting them until late 2003. In fact, the particular group of Somalis in this
study was the first to be resettled in Boise, Idaho. This means not only did they have to establish new social
networks in their new country, but they had to so without role models who they could self-mirror with.
The locations and the demographics of areas that refugees are resettled also plays a big factor on their
integration process. In Idaho for example where 95.5% of population is white and only .06% is black
(quickfacts.census.gov) it is valid to propose that the Somalis have particular difficulties adapting because they
differ from the dominant group on almost every social dimension such as color, race, language and cultural
practices. Not only do Somalis experience race consciousness in a homogeneous state, but also their Muslims
religion limits their external social support. These external social supports include churches, and other Christian
based charity organizations.
Some of the hindrance to integration lies within the resettlement system itself. As observed from the
findings, a significant number of participants responded associating with only fellow Somali Bantus. This can be
pointed out as a result of residential segregation, a process where refugees are housed within the same apartment
complex. Although the reasoning behind settling refugees in one area is clear such as the convenience of case
managers to visit their clients in close limits, creating a social support among refugees, or even the limited property
owners who accept tenants who do not have past economic history in the United States, its effects on integration
process are tenfold. Namely, it reduces their interactions with the dominant community which in turn limits their
pressure to reach out and seek friendships with other people whom they can potentially practice English with.
Though some logic of resettling refugees in one location seems convenience than to spread them across the city, this
study suggests using those apartments as stepping stone for refugees’ transition after their arrival in United States
and not permanent homes.
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To conclude, the findings and the recommendations of this study do not necessarily advocate for special
treatment for refugees who come from minority groups, nor does it delineate all minority groups into one category,
rather it recommends for some crucial observation on specific minority groups such as traditional ethos, literacy, and
identity–rumination as indicators of how swiftly a group will integrate. It also calls for thorough observation on the
assimilation and pluralism model of integration in order to determine which would best accommodate the refugee
needs. These observations could also pave way in determining the amount and length of assistance specific groups
will require.
In addition to these findings, due to the limited available research done on Somali Bantu refugees in United
States, auxiliary research needs to be done to support the findings and recommendations or this study.
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Appendix 1
Would you attend if the English Language Center held a class in your
neighborhood?
20

Frequency
15

10

5

0

Don’t need one

Yes

No

Who are your children's friends while they are not at school?

6

Frequency

4

2

0

No kids

Don’t know

Other Somali kids

A mix

of all kinds of kids

Appendix 2
How many non-Somali best friends do you associate with?

12.5

10.0

Frequency
7.5

5.0

2.5

0.0

None

One

Two

More than three
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Appendix 3
If there was an alcohol or drug problem who would you contact?
Frequency
Percent
Valid Percent
Valid

Missing

Tribal Chief/
don’t know=0
World Relief=1

13

48.1

56.5

Cumulative
Percent
56.5

5

18.5

21.7

78.3

police=2
counseling=3

4
1

14.8
3.7

17.4
4.3

95.7
100.0

Total

23

85.2

100.0

Missing

4

14.8

27

100.0

Total

Appendix 4
Do you have medical insurance?

Valid

Missing
Total

No=0
Yes=1
Medicaid=2
Total
Missing

Frequency

Percent

Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

15
4
4
23
4
27

55.6
14.8
14.8
85.2
14.8
100.0

65.2
17.4
17.4
100.0

65.2
82.6
100.0

Frequency

Percent

Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

11

40.7

40.7

40.7
100.0

Do you receive food stamps?

Valid

No
Yes

16

59.3

59.3

Total

27

100.0

100.0
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